absolute historical truth. On the other hand, mere ction is equally unlikely: Plato would have been considered unreliable by his contemporaries, who still had access to the writings of the historical Protagoras, if he had made him voice beliefs that sounded implausible when attributed to Protagoras. Therefore it is most likely that Plato has his Protagoras advocate positions that he and his audience would have regarded as possible views of the historical gure.
At the same time one has to allow for the possibility that Plato has his Protagoras present interpretations of the views of his historical namesake, or draw conclusions from them that the actual Protagoras did not. There is a range of possibilities of how Plato's portrayal and the views of the historical Protagoras may relate to each other. Methodologically speaking, convincing hypotheses are the only solutions to be arrived at in view of the available evidence. This does not mean, however, that scholars must limit themselves to rather general considerations of plausibility. What has to be done instead is to nd in the text of the dialogue relevant indications that suggest at least a large degree of probability that Plato is referring to positions of the historical Protagoras. The application of such a method seems possible with respect to some features of Protagoras' speech.
After having ascertained in how far the speech of Plato's Protagoras taken as a whole provides information about views and methods of his historical namesake, one can move on and try to nd out to what extent the myth, narrated as part of this speech, can function as a source for the historical Protagoras.
T G S I M
Protagoras' Great Speech in Plato's dialogue is a reaction to Socrates' request that he explain in greater detail that virtue (ἀρετή) can be taught (320 B 8-C 1). Previously, Socrates had doubted (on the authority of the Athenians!) that virtue, which Protagoras professes to be able to teach, could be taught at all (319 A 3-320 B 5). In looking at Protagoras' response, let us rst focus on the remarkable phenomenon of a notable repetition: ve times in the course of the speech it is stated that all human beings share or must share respect for the rights of
